Schizophrenia: genetics and the maternal immune response to viral infection.
Thirty years ago, Eliot Slater suggested that the reason schizophrenia was not progressively eliminated from the population was that the responsible gene also conveyed a compensatory advantage in terms of increased resistance to infection. If this selective advantage lies in the antibody response to certain viral infections, this could explain recent studies suggesting that exposure to influenza in the second trimester of gestation increases the risk of later schizophrenia. We propose that prenatal exposure to influenza induces maternal antibodies which then cross-react with proteins in the developing foetal brain, becoming foetal autoantibodies. Thus an immunogenetic response by the mother results in aberrant foetal neurodevelopment, the biological substrate for a proportion of adult schizophrenia. Initial research strategies to test this hypothesis are proposed.